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ABSTRACT 

The District of Columbia Public Schools (DCPS) is one of the 
largest public school districts in the United States. Since 1989-90, there 
have been questions about several aspects of DCPS ' s enrollment -count process. 
A valid enrollment -count process and an accurate count are critical to DCPS 1 s 
district- and school -level planning, staffing, funding, and resource 
allocation. This report examines the enrollment -count process that DCPS used 
in school year 1996-97 to determine whether the process appeared sufficient 
to produce an accurate count. The report also examines enrollment- count 
processes used by some other urban school systems. Data were derived from a 
review of documents, interviews, and site visits to 15 DCPS elementary and 
secondary schools. Even though DCPS changed parts of its enrollment -count 
process during school year 1996-97, the process remains flawed. The changes 
have overlooked larger systemic issues, such as the lack of internal control, 
problems in the areas of residency verification, and inadequate tracking of 
students through the pupil -accounting system. Other school districts reported 
that they use centralized enrollment and pupil accounting centers and a 
variety of automated student- information-system edits and procedures. 

Finally, DCPS is not in compliance with the requirements of the recently 
enacted District of Columbia School Reform Act of 1995. The report concludes 
with a list of matters for Congressional consideration and a list of 
recommendations for the DCPS superintendent. One figure is included. 
Appendices contain methodological notes; prior criticisms and audits; and 
comments from DCPS, District of Columbia Financial Responsibility and 
Management Assistance Authority, and the U.S. Department of Education. (LMI) 
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August 21, 1997 

The Honorable Thomas M. Davis 
Chairman, Subcommittee on the District of Columbia 
Committee on Government Reform and Oversight 
House of Representatives 

Dear Mr. Chairman: 

The District of Columbia Public Schools (dcps) is one of the largest public 
school districts in the country— ranked 32nd in school year 1993-94, 1 on 
the basis of student count, out of nearly 15,000 districts. During school 
year 1996-97, dcps operated 158 elementary and secondary schools and 
reported its official student enrollment to be 78,648. dcps’ budget was 
more than $570 million in fiscal year 1997 — 16 percent, or $90 million, of 
which came directly from federal government programs providing grants 
and funds. 2 

As early as school year 1989-90, questions about the accuracy of dcps’ 
enrollment count arose when the previous year’s enrollment count was 
approximately 6,400 fewer students than had been reported. Even before 
school year 1989-90, school system figures were at odds with other 
independent counts. In 1984 and again in 1986, the Department of 
Education’s Office for Civil Rights released figures diff ering from dcps’ 
official counts by more than 5,000 and 2,000, respectively. More recent 
critics have found discrepancies when comparing the reported enrollment 
with census estimates and with the District’s general population decline. 

In addition, various reviewers and auditors have questioned several 
aspects of dcps’ enrollment count process. 

These criticisms raise concern because an accurate enrollment count is 
the cornerstone of a school district’s financial needs assessments. 
Although in the past dcps did not receive funds on the basis of the number 
of students enrolled, new budget initiatives will soon directly link dcps’ 
funding to school enrollment. Consequently, a valid enrollment count 
process and an accurate count are critical to dcps’ district- and school- 
level planning, staffing, funding, and resource allocation. 



J The latest year for which official rankings are available. 

2 The annual appropriation act passed by the Congress provided the rest; the act makes funds 
(including locally generated revenues and the federal payment) available to the District of Columbia 
for obligation and expenditure. 
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